University of Central Florida

STARS
Honors Undergraduate Theses

UCF Theses and Dissertations

2021

Domestic Migrant Workers in Lebanon: Between Precarity and
Resiliency
Jasmine L. Masri
University of Central Florida

Part of the International and Area Studies Commons, and the Political Science Commons

Find similar works at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/honorstheses
University of Central Florida Libraries http://library.ucf.edu
This Open Access is brought to you for free and open access by the UCF Theses and Dissertations at STARS. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Honors Undergraduate Theses by an authorized administrator of STARS. For more
information, please contact STARS@ucf.edu.

Recommended Citation
Masri, Jasmine L., "Domestic Migrant Workers in Lebanon: Between Precarity and Resiliency" (2021).
Honors Undergraduate Theses. 980.
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/honorstheses/980

DOMESTIC MIGRANT WORKERS IN LEBANON:
BETWEEN PRECARITY AND RESILIENCY

by

JASMINE LYNN MASRI

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the Honors in the Major Program in Political Science
in the College of Sciences
and in the Burnett Honors College
at the University of Central Florida
Orlando, Florida

Spring Term
2021

Thesis Chair: Güneş Murat Tezcür, Ph.D.

ABSTRACT
The proliferation in the number of domestic migrant workers (DMWs), who travel from
poorer countries to work in homes in wealthier countries, represents an essential dimension of
globalization in the 21st century. This project focuses on DMWs in Lebanon. In an increasingly
globalized world, the study of DMWs, who number around 250,000 in Lebanon (Amnesty
International, 2019), provides a critical case to understand how the transborder movement of

humans generates unique and challenging human rights issues. Lebanon practices the kafala
system, which is prevalent in other Middle Eastern countries and makes foreign workers legally
dependent on their employment. This system has often been associated with modern-day slavery

as employers gain complete authority over their workers’ freedoms and rights. This thesis
explores how factors such as the COVID outbreak and characteristics specific to Lebanon, such
as massive anti-government protests, the economic downturn, and the Beirut Blast, deepen the

precarity of DMWs, including their access to protection from physical and sexual abuse and
financial wellbeing. The thesis also includes a discussion of reform attempts and activism on
behalf of DMWs in the country.
As well as utilizing news articles, reports, and prior literature, this thesis incorporates
interviews with workers, their employers, and NGO workers in the country. By collecting
information while the crises are taking place, this research presents unique details about the
position of workers as they respond to one challenge after the next. The study confirms the
vulnerability of DMWs in times of crisis, highlighting that events such as the anti-government
protests failed to advocate for worker’s rights, and crises such as the economic collapse, COVID
pandemic, and Beirut Blast created strong nationalistic sentiment that ignored the status of
DMWs. Instead of being empowered by progressive demands for Lebanon’s government
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reform, DMWs were hindered in self-advocacy; instead, much of that activism has taken place
on their behalf through NGOs. The thesis attempts to shed light on areas that require immediate
attention, including the need to compare Lebanese reforms to those in other states and the
necessity of including DMWs in Lebanese labor laws.
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DEDICATION
Dedicated to Lebanon in the hopes that you can do better.
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INTRODUCTION
An increasing demand for household workers has become a key feature of our
interconnected global system. This demand has spurred the movements of millions of domestic

workers as they seek out employment outside of their own economically frail countries.
Movements of these workers to the Middle East and Gulf countries have primarily grown since
the 1970s due to a booming oil economy. While globalization involving higher levels of people,
commodity, and money movements has facilitated these workers' migration, it also placed them
in often legally and socially precarious and employer-controlled positions. This research focuses
on domestic migrant workers (DMWs) in Lebanon and the various factors influencing their
status in the country. Although there is a significant demand for DMWs in many regions of the
world, Lebanon presents an especially interesting case because of elements such as the kafala
sponsorship system (i.e., a form of patronage making DMWs utterly dependent on their
employers), ongoing political mobilization, and sectarian and class diversity affecting the current
social and political climate. Lebanon is host to over 250,000 DMWs, with migrants coming from
populous countries of the South such as Ethiopia, Bangladesh, and the Philippines (Amnesty
International, 2019a).
The topic of DMWs in the Middle East, particularly Lebanon, is central to understanding
the implications of globalization for human security in the 21st century. The fact that the
situation of DMWs in Lebanon has drawn comparisons with modern-day slavery only
emphasizes the vulnerability of these people. There is a strong connection between the patterns
of labor migration transcending national borders and social justice at a global level. In addressing
the relationship between labor and human rights, my thesis also explores factors unique to

Lebanon, such as attitudes of the current anti-government protests, the impact of the present

economic crisis, and the Beirut Blast on the state of DMWs.
The literature and prior research on DMWs are quite extensive, ranging from works like
“Global Woman: Nannies, Maids, and Sex Workers in the New Economy,” which explore the

often-ignored consequences of a globalized workforce, to “Disposable Domestics: Immigrant
Women Workers in the Global Economy,” which examines the influence of First World – Third
World dynamics on the push and pull of migrant workers from places such as South America to

the United States. With the recent attention being brought to human rights violations of DMWs
in the Middle East, particularly in Lebanon, research focusing on the repressive Kafala
sponsorship system has become prevalent (Amnesty International, 2019; Pande, 2013). Today,
Lebanon-focused literature now spans topics such as the health inequities faced by Ethiopian
DMWs and the rise of agency within the country known for its strict policies on free
mobilization. The main objectives of this research are to 1) discern how certain factors such as
anti-government sentiment and the current economic and health crises affect the position of
DMWs (including their financial stability, access to protection from physical and sexual abuse,
and their freedom), 2) understand DMWs perspectives of their vulnerability in the country and
the structures that bind them to their employer, and 3) explore the effectiveness of NGOs
pursuing mobilization on behalf of DMWs.
This thesis incorporates a literature review and news articles to gain context about
DMWs in Lebanon as well as interviews conducted with Lebanese DMWs, their employers, and
NGO employees and professionals engaged in the field. The information gathered contributes to
the conclusion that DMWs face an increased vulnerability as they lose their source of income
and are deprived of protections and rights that both Lebanon and their home countries should
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offer. While demands for progressive change have been amplified, the crises in Lebanon and the

nationalistic nature of the country’s reform movement failed to promote tangible change
regarding the demands of DMWs. Still, the younger generation and resiliency of NGOs suggest
the possibility of change in the long term.
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THE GLOBAL RISE OF DMWS AND LEBANON
A prevalent culture of emigration continues to distinguish developing countries from
their First World counterparts. This is especially apparent by the movements of women who seek
work in domestic services. With women now making up almost half of the total population of
international migrants worldwide (International Labor Organization, 2018), female global labor
migration continues to be a significant topic of conversation amongst international actors and
organizations. The connection between such feminization of labor migration and the increasing
demand for domestic workers is quite evident. Domestic migrant workers (DMWs), now more
than ever, play a critical role in the female global workforce, transforming globalization and the
international political economy. Due to its increasing relevance, scholarship on DMWs spans a
wide range of fields, including international relations, economics, psychology, and even
medicine. The literature review will address some of the topics above, emphasizing discussions
of DMWs and their positions in Lebanon. In examining significant pieces of scholarship on the
subject of DMWs, this thesis will discuss the reasons behind domestic labor migration, the basis
of its growth in Lebanon, and distinguishable characteristics of the kafala sponsorship system. In
addition, it will analyze the transformation in DMW agency and mobilization before considering
the impact crises in Lebanon may have on their positions as foreign workers.
Motivations behind Migration and Global Consequences
It is well established that women choosing to migrate for work often do so with the intent
to improve their economic position and provide for their families back home. Scholars such as
Rhacel Parreñas broaden the focus of financial motivations in migration by emphasizing the
gendered political economy and the role of gender relations in a DMW’s decision to emigrate for
work. The varying reasons for migrating include “fleeing domestic violence, labor-market
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segmentation, and the unequal division of labor in the family” (Parreñas, 2015). These factors,
along with the often-discussed presence of poverty or scarcity of job opportunities within the
home country, act as push factors for migration. The “care-deficit,” or the inability of
developing countries to provide institutions or services to provide care for children and the
elderly, is recognized as a leading pull factor for these migrants (Ehrenreich & Hochschild,
2004). This care-deficit that has emerged in wealthier countries has opened up career
opportunities for migrant workers that not only pay more than they could ever earn in their home
country but also provide many with a chance to escape responsibilities they may find at home.
Still, scholars such as Saskia Sassen develop more critical perspectives and discuss the
limitations of the popular “push-pull” theory of migration. The theory, Sassen asserts, fails to
address instances in which large sending countries experience economic development and
employment opportunities, yet emigration remains prevalent (Sassen, 1988). Grace Chang
elaborates on Sassen’s analysis, arguing that First World countries deliberately intervene in
Third World economies to extract their resources, including their people (Chang, 2016). Other
literature emphasizes the significance of love as a resource, relying on Article 9 of the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of the Child, which states that a child “should grow up in a
family environment, in an atmosphere of happiness, love, and understanding,” and “not be
separated from his or her parents against their will…” (Hochschild, 2004). Hochschild (2004)
concludes that love must be valued as our most precious resource.
Other studies highlight the employer’s motivation for hiring domestic workers. With
middle-class women in rapidly developing countries participating more in the workforce, many
find themselves unable to manage full-time work with that of housekeeping and childcare.
Combined with prejudice for daycare and the benefits of having a consistent caregiver, women in
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the developing world have become more inclined to hire domestic migrant workers to take on
these responsibilities they do not have time for (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2001). Also paramount to
DMW literature is scholarship dedicated to employee-employer relationships and the role
employers play in perpetuating gender inequality and limiting employee freedom (Cheng, 2003).
Other strands of research highlight the inequalities prevalent in labor migration by creating an
international division of reproductive labor, often recognized as a global “care chain” (Parreñas,
2015). As class-privileged women hire foreign DMWs, employers pull DMWs away from their
own families, often forcing domestic workers to rely on family members or other domestic
workers within their home country to take care of their own kids. This creates a three-tier
transfer of reproductive labor in globalization between the following groups of women: (1)
middle-class women in receiving nations, (2) migrant domestic workers from the Global South,
and (3) Global South women who are too poor to migrate (Parrenas, 2000).
Understanding what motivates this kind of labor migration and the hiring of DMWs is
crucial to this study in discerning how such relations will transform in the presence of current
crises. Despite not being a wealthier country, Lebanese citizens have been able to pay migrant
workers a salary that is inexpensive to them but substantial to DMWs. With increasing financial
instability in Lebanon, a significant motivating factor for migrant work may be removed from
the picture if Lebanese citizens are no longer able to afford that salary. Additionally, greater
demands for government accountability and action may increase demands for the government to
provide its citizens with forms of institutional care, considering there is a care-deficit in Lebanon
that is mitigated by the hiring of DMWs for child and family care. If there were to be an increase
in institutions like nursing homes or daycares in response to citizen demands, there could be a
decrease in the strong demand for these workers.
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Growth of DMWs in Lebanon
The surge in the foreign workers’ population in the Middle East is accredited to the oil
price boom of 1973. The Arab Gulf states, experiencing a sudden outpour of wealth, were then
confronted with the issue of an insufficient workforce in the face of extensive plans for
development (Abella, 1995). This led to an influx of foreign workers from other Arab countries
such as Egypt, Yemen, and Palestine and Asian countries such as Pakistan and India within
1975-1985 (Abella, 1995). When oil prices fell in 1985, development in the Gulf states slowed,
and migration from Asia dropped by almost one-third (Jureidini, 2005). Abella (1995) asserts
that most of the damage was avoided because of the growing service sector in the Gulf states,
which hired a significant number of workers, primarily women from Sri Lanka, Bangladesh,
Indonesia, and the Philippines. Since then, the service sector in many Gulf states has employed a
large number of foreign workers who have left their homes to fulfill the increasing demand for
unskilled labor in the Middle East.
A significant trend in hiring unskilled workers in the service sector was the preference of
Arab states for hiring Asian workers. Previous research discusses both the economic and political
advantages of hiring Asians over Arabs from neighboring states. From an economic perspective,
Asians were recognized as reliable, were known to perform the same work for lower wages, and
did not need social support services that Arabs traveling with their families were expected to
require (Campani, 1995) (McMurray, 1999). Politically, more impoverished Asian governments
were active in implementing policies for overseas employment in order to provide employment
for their citizens and generate foreign income (Abella, 1995). Both sending and receiving
countries mutually benefitted from a system that was economically fruitful and politically
convenient.
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Another reason for the continued popularity of paid domestic work in Lebanon is the lack
of institutional care. Paid domestic workers are seen as a substitute for caregiving in developing
countries such as Lebanon, which lacked a welfare state framework capable of providing citizens
with forms of institutional care (Blackett, 2011). Blackett (2011) contrasts this position with that
of developed states post-World War II, which experienced lower demand for domestic workers
as their states increased their institutional care supply. Meanwhile, Sater (2013) recognizes three
changes and developments that encouraged the employment of domestic migrant workers in the
latter half of the 1900s: 1) the increasing levels of education which led to a declining number of
uneducated Lebanese willing to work as domestic workers, 2) the Lebanese civil war (19751990) deterred people from hiring Lebanese outside one’s own sectarian identity, and 3) the
increasing involvement of Syrians and Palestinians in the Lebanese civil war rendered their
employment in the household as politically sensitive. The significant consequence of these
developments was the decision of employment agencies to extend domestic labor hiring to
individuals from politically neutral countries such as Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and the Philippines
(Sater, 2013).
Kafala Sponsorship System in Lebanon
Existing literature on DMWs in Lebanon has primarily focused on the kafala sponsorship
system and the concurrent existence of human rights violations experienced by foreign workers
(Bajracharya & Sijapati, 2012; Khan & Harroff-Tavel, 2011; Pande, 2013). The kafala system is
prevalent not only in Lebanon but also in several other countries in the Middle East. Under the
system, Lebanon requires that a DMW entering the country for work have an official sponsor,
whether that be through a recruitment agency or an individual employer (Pande, 2013). With the
contract, the sponsor then assumes full legal and economic responsibility for the DMW that they
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employ throughout the entire contract period (Pande, 2013). Under the kafala system, a DMW
becomes a “live-in” worker where she resides with her employer(s) for the period designated in
the contract and becomes utterly dependent on her employer(s) for costs such as health
insurance, clothing, and food (Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004). Previous studies have illustrated
how employers control all aspects of their workers’ lives, limiting how often they may leave the
house (if ever), whom they may communicate with, when they are allowed to sleep, and what
and how much they eat (Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004). Employers are often in possession of
their DMW’s passports and other legal documents to ensure that employees fulfill their
contractual obligations (Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004)
In Pande’s (2013) discussion of the kafala system, she argues that the system not only
creates conditions for explicit human rights violation but also “systematically produces a new
population of readily exploitable workers – the category of ‘illegal workers.’” When DMWs
attempt to leave their employers home before the end of their contract, they become illegal
runaways, making them increasingly vulnerable to imprisonment or deportation (Pande, 2013).
Furthermore, scholarship and reports on the kafala system have recently drawn parallels between
the system and modern-day slavery (Baset, 2019; Hall, 2019; Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004).
Both Amnesty International and the Human Rights Watch have published a series of reports that
expose the critical conditions many DMWs live under. These include incredibly long work
hours, lack of rest days, limited freedom and access to communication, and both psychological
and physical abuse (Amnesty International, 2019; Human Rights Watch, 2007). Previous
literature has addressed the easily exploitable position of DMWs and highlighted simple
inequalities ranging from inequitable access to health care to restrictions on sexual freedom
(Fernandez, 2018; Smith, 2010)
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Nevertheless, some literature exists that challenges the assertion that the situation of
DMWs indeed resembles that of “new (contract) slavery” (Beck, 2018). While Beck (2018)
acknowledges that workers are incredibly vulnerable to abuse and control by their employers, he
also differentiates the work of DMWs from that of contract slavery by relying on a definition of
contract slavery established by Kevin Bales (2001). Bales explains that with contract slavery,
“the slave is under threat of violence, has no freedom of movement and is paid nothing” (Bales,
2000). Since foreign workers under the kafala system are promised pay, they may be
differentiated from those who fall under contract slavery (Beck, 2018). Still, the fact that
employers commonly withhold payments to their employees to ensure their workers do not run
away contradicts this interpretation.
Unique class, race, gender, and state-society relations have influenced Lebanese citizens'
attitudes regarding DMWs while also creating a system where the employment of foreign
workers is quite prevalent. In 2005, almost 12% of all households in Beirut hired a domestic
worker, with most being classified as “live-in” (Fakih & Marrouch, 2014). Literature
investigating factors contributing to the employment of DMWs has recognized that households
with dependents such as children or the elderly are more likely to hire foreign workers (Fakih &
Marrouch, 2014). This corresponds with the assertions made earlier in the literature review that
domestic work in Lebanon is a direct result of the state’s failure to provide adequate institutional
care provisions such as child daycare or nursing homes. Beck (2018) contrasts the Lebanese
response to socioeconomic forces of globalization and the increased participation of women in
the workforce from politico-economic systems in the Global North. While the Global North
increased access to institutional care, Lebanon “privileged” the urban middle class by providing
them with the option to hire cheap and imported labor (Beck, 2018).
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Factors such as racism and religious identity have also contributed to the exploitative
nature of employee-employer relationships. Discrimination is widespread in Lebanon and is
made much more apparent in interactions with foreign domestic workers. Beck (2018) argues
that racism underlies an employer’s decision to limit individual freedoms, such as their worker’s
choice in a church or service they wish to attend. Employees defend their controlling behavior by
claiming that their employees “are not capable of dealing with freedom in a responsible way.”
Still, it is evident that prevailing attitudes in Lebanon have created a “racialization” of specific
occupational and industry sectors, such as work in domestic services (Jureidini, 2005). Lebanese
citizens tend to view unskilled labor or similar occupations filled by foreign workers as
undesirable or strictly fulfilled by a particular race. In his research, Jureidini (2005) furthers his
discussion on racism by examining xenophobic practices in Lebanon, recognizing three aspects:
1) the exclusion of citizenship possibilities, 2) the preferential treatment towards nationals, and
3) the disdain towards those who appear physically different in public places. While the first two
factors are prevalent in many societies, the explicit exclusion of DMWs in Lebanon's social and
political institutions through blatant discrimination and the lack of inclusion in labor laws creates
a perceptible racial divide.
Recognizing the prominent role of the kafala sponsorship system is critical to this
research due to the increasing demands for its reform and abolishment. This will be especially
apparent in the future discussion of the role of NGOs on behalf of DMWs. International and
national organizations have focused a majority of their work on advocating for the dismantling of
kafala and the passing of legislation that could lead to a system that would provide for more
rights to DMWs.
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Unionization and Collective Agency
While a large literature on DMWs portrays foreign workers as victims of a highly
exploitative system, emerging features of unionization and collective agency among DMWs
must be recognized. Nongovernmental organizations and human rights groups play a significant
role in bringing the crises of foreign workers to the forefront. By reporting cases and projecting
instances of abuse and violence to the public, these groups attempt to bring mass attention to
issues that often go unaddressed. Researchers have argued that such a projection has limited the
role of domestic migrant workers to “objects” of a discussion rather than agents of change
(Moors, Jureidini, Özbay, & Sabban, 2008). In fact, DMWs have had a limited role, if any, in
negotiating with state governments, recruitment agencies, and embassies for specific reforms. It
has been further argued that DMWs in several Arab states are not regarded as workers with
rights like traditional workers in Arab states (Kerbage & Esim, 2011). A reason for their limited
bargaining power is the tendency of national governments to prioritize the interests of the
national employers (Kerbage & Esim, 2011). Still, a shift in foreign workers organizing in the
past decade has generated new discussions over the role of DMWs in Lebanon. Recent literature
has described the rise of agency in the country as DMWs in Lebanon attempt to resist political
and social exclusion through collective action (Mansour-Ille & Hendow, 2018).
Kobaissy (2015) recognized a shift in the organization of DMWs following the
emergence of the National Federation of Workers and Employees’ Trade Unions in Lebanon
(FENASOL). FENASOL’s primary goals were to give a voice to workers who are often silenced
and to encourage negotiations between the state, workers, employers, and recruitment agencies
in Lebanon. Its establishment in January of 2015 provided a labor dimension to the experiences
of migrant workers, which was the first step towards their self-advocation of fundamental rights.
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Still, Kobaissy argues this is not enough. FENASOL’s plan to organize DMWs by providing
alliances with migrant workers has failed to create a strong labor movement (Kobaissy, 2015).
This was evidenced by an occasion on International Workers’ Day when the union called for
recognition of FENASOL by the Lebanese government, and none of FENASOL’s affiliated
unions supported domestic workers’ call for action (Kobaissy, 2015). Kobaissy argues that this
lack of support suggests other workers do not necessarily act in solidarity with DMWs.
The portrayal of foreign workers as objectified resources of the state has created an image
of defenseless DMWs incapable of negotiation and resistance. However, research on the
individual agency of foreign workers tends to show us quite the opposite. Through
unconventional means of communication and individual, collective action, DMWs have
developed their own coping mechanisms and discreet forms of resistance. Pande (2012) argues
that a DMW’s typical state of exclusion has led to a “meso-level of resistances,” which she
defines as “strategic acts that cannot be classified as either private and individual or as organized
collective action.” These acts often include activities such as 1) “the strategic dyads forged
across balconies by the most restricted live-in workers, 2) the small collectives formed outside
ethnic churches by other live-in workers, and 3) much larger worker collectives (that often cross
national borders) in rental apartments occupied by illegal freelancers and runaways” (Pande,
2012). Such forms of organization and resistance have allowed DMWs in their Lebanese
communities to create informal support systems despite often having little access to traditional
forms of community.
Expanding on Pande’s research, other literature has examined the evolution of agency in
Lebanon, specifically analyzing how events such as the 2015 demand for a formal worker’s
union and the 2006 July war between Hezbollah and Israel acted as a catalyst for change

12

(Mansour-Ille & Hendow, 2018). Mansour-Ille and Hendow (2018) acknowledge Pande’s
observation of meso-level resistance; however, they argue that there has been an apparent change
resulting in a more collective kind of resistance. They point to the emergence of more organized
resistance following the 2006 crisis, which reminded DMWs of their helplessness and need for
collective organization. An example of this organization could be seen by the mobilization of
domestic workers in the spring of 2017 when hundreds of DMWs marched along the streets of
downtown Beirut on Labor Day, demanding greater rights and a change to the present-day kafala
system (O'Regan, 2017). This kind of organization is often led by activist domestic workers who
are more educated and not limited by language barriers in the state (Mansour-Ille & Hendow,
2018). Mansour-Ille and Hendow (2018) also recognize the role played by NGOs in contributing
to more collective and organized levels of resistance, highlighting the significance of community
“hubs.” Although excluded by the state through legal and social means, DMWs in Lebanon have
proven that individuals with little resources could undertake collective action.
With the Lebanese finding their own form of collective action during the 2019 antigovernment protests, recognizing the previous mobilization of DMWs is crucial to determining
how they will act in times of political turmoil and increased instability. The thesis relies on
evidence to further understand how DMW advocacy continues to change in light of these new
developments.

Crises in Lebanon
Lebanon presents an intriguing case in that it often tends to be engulfed by political, social,
and economic instability. In 2019, the country experienced months of mass anti-government
protests calling for long-term solutions to an economic crisis and the end of sectarian politics.
Considering how recent these events are, research on how foreign workers have been influenced
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by the protests sparked by the country’s dire economic situation is relatively limited.
Nevertheless, literature exists that addresses the situation of DMWs in the midst of other crises.
In fact, in their research on the vulnerabilities of DMWs, Mansour-Ille and Hendow (2017)
present a case study on the impact of the July-August 2006 Israeli invasion of Lebanon on the
situation of DMWs. The crisis forced the displacement of over one million Lebanese people.
While some foreign workers were sent to their embassies for safety or fled with their employers,
others were locked inside their employers' homes or left behind completely (Mansour-Ille &
Hendow, 2017). Mansour-Ille and Hendow conclude that crises in the country exacerbate the
position of DMWs in Lebanon. The crisis they discussed acted as a “turning point or ‘wake-up
call’” that enabled DMWs to recognize their vulnerability and come together to support one
another. Foreign workers are threatened by not only crises centered on conflict but also
economic crises as well. The present economic crisis in Lebanon has resulted in the loss of
wages for many employees. In some instances, employers have cut salaries, and in others,
salaries have decreased as the Lebanese lira depreciates (Majzoub, 2020).
Analyzing the influence of crises on DMWs can present insight into how contemporary
issues such as the 2019 anti-government protests can affect their situation in the country. Amid
the revolutionary Lebanese protests, women played a critical role in demanding that political and
legal systems be substantially reformed. Women in Lebanon have often been limited in their
ability to participate in political discourse, especially since politics are dominated by males
focusing on sectarian issues and women have lacked representation in the Lebanese Parliament
(Khalife, 2009); however, revolutionary sentiment encouraged mass involvement. Marginalized
in society, these women recognized the revolution's potential to transform the Lebanese legal
system, which embodies a culture of discrimination against women. Among other things, this
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research aims to determine whether or not such calls for equality will be extended to the
vulnerable DMWs in Lebanon in light of demands for social justice.
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Theoretical Intuitions
This research relies on qualitative methods to evaluate the continuously evolving position
of workers in Lebanon. The project began in January of 2020, initially focusing on features
characteristic of Lebanon such as sectarianism, strong anti-government sentiment, and economic
fragility. However, with the unprecedented effects of the COVID pandemic that erupted in early
2020 and the Beirut Blast in August 2020, the research has shifted to focus on the impact of
multiple crises on the position of workers and their ability to mobilize for their rights and
security. As such, I do not propose any specific hypotheses but offer a set of expectations
regarding the impacts of multiple crises on DMWs and activism by DMWs and NGOs to cope
with these crises:

Prospects for Institutional Reform
Compared to the Arab Gulf states, Lebanon’s move to provide greater rights to its
domestic workers has fallen short and is hindered by the appearance of one internal crisis after

the next. Despite the fact that the Gulf states are far wealthier than Lebanon, a comparison can be
drawn due to the kafala system and prevalent regional trend of hiring DMWs from similar parts
of the world. This trend is much more common in countries in the Middle East than in other
regions such as North America. Relatively progressive policies in the Gulf Cooperation Council
countries (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia) can also be credited to their support
of the ILO Convention on Decent Work for Domestic Workers in 2011, which put to paper the
objectives of these states to provide greater protections to migrant workers (Kagan, 2017). While
these countries have only voted in favor of the contract, they have yet to ratify it and put it to
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force (Human Rights Watch, 2018). Still, they have implemented their own policies, albeit not as

effective as what has been suggested by the ILO. I expect that without international pressure or
additional incentives, institutional reform will be limited, especially in times of crisis. Although
the economic crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic has hovered a larger spotlight on the plight of

many vulnerable workers, I believe that even though such attention to the issue yields the
possibility for legitimate change, it is more likely than not that the crises will delay change as I
expect the government to place the plight of its nationals ahead of that of domestic workers.
Political Protests and Advocacy on behalf of DMWs
It may be suggested that the strongly progressive anti-government protests would include
demands for greater rights for DMWs, the same way it demanded greater rights for the Lebanese
citizen. However, I suggest the opposite to be true, especially since the protests were
accompanied by additional crises such as the economic collapse and the COVID-19 pandemic. I
expect that national reformist movements would make demands primarily about citizens rather
than DMWs. Although anti-government protests such as the 2019 protests in Lebanon are
progressive in sentiment, the protests in Lebanon have been entirely nationalistic in nature,
centering on the plight of Lebanese citizens deprived of a functional government. With Lebanese
citizens insisting on immediate action on behalf of the government, it would be surprising if their
efforts are put into reforming the laws governing DMWs before addressing the demands of the
Lebanese.
How will this situation change the perspective of DMWs and those considering seeking a
job in foreign countries? I expect that DMWs already employed who have experienced the
exploitive effects of the kafala system may seek employment opportunities in other states in
response to the added risks such as the economic crisis and COVID-19. However, their
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movement and change in employment are still governed by contract, so any changes would have

to wait until the DMW fulfills the service length outlined in her contract. This could all change if
calls by human rights advocates for the allowance of DMWs to terminate their own contracts are
taken seriously (Majzoub, 2020). For those women who have yet to commit to domestic work, I

believe their countries will begin to play a more significant role in warning their nationals of the
risks involved in traveling for work. Although countries such as Ethiopia have placed a travel
ban for work purposes to Lebanon, the ban has not been enforced. I argue that the effects of the

economic crisis will push nationals’ home countries to play a more significant role in their
workers’ travel as they are now directly experiencing the effects of the crises. For instance, they
are now being forced to repatriate nationals after thousands were left stranded at the Lebanese
airport (Zelalem, 2020).
Sectarian & Class Identities
Regarding factors such as sectarian and class identity, I anticipate that class identity will
play a more significant role in the position of DMWs than sectarian influences. I do not believe
that sectarian identity based on religious affiliation will distinguish the treatment of one DMW
from another because the treatment of workers is culturally based rather than religiously based.
However, I believe that the anti-government protests calling for the end of sectarian politics may
include conversations where grievances about the abusive qualities of the kafala system in
Lebanon can be vocalized. The reason for this is that protests have called for an expansion of
rights previously not provided by the Lebanese government, and such calls for rights may
express concerns for foreign workers’ rights. Still, I believe that any potential for a manifested
change in protection for DMWs will not come until such change has been provided to Lebanese
nationals first. I believe that employer class identity plays a more direct role in the position of

18

DMWs, as employers in the upper classes tend to be more financially capable of providing more

comfortable living conditions to their workers. They also tend to be more educated, thereby
being more aware of the kafala sponsorship system and the rights guaranteed to them as
employers and the limited protections granted to their employees. Those employers in a more

financially secure position will also be able to withstand the economic instability and national
crises and still provide their employees with the wages set in the contract (despite changes in the
Lebanese currency and rampant unemployment). As such, their employees will be less impacted

by the currency crisis or other events contributing to Lebanon’s instability.
When it comes to activism on behalf of DMWs, I suggest that instead of DMWs gaining
a sense of agency or being empowered, NGOs that aim to overcome sectarian differences will
carry out most forms of mobilization. Protests in Lebanon against government abuse have made
limited attempts to demand rights for DMWs, primarily focusing on political corruption,
sectarianism, and the failed economy. It is likely that as Lebanese people continued their fight
for more rights from the government, some of the conversations will move to that of rights for
DMWs; however, with the economic crisis worsening and COVID-19 trapping employees and
often leaving them stranded with no pay, I believe DMWs may lack the capacity to push for
change and actively mobilizing. Instead, I imagine that their focus will be on finding a way back
to their countries of origin and finding other means of employment.
Methodology
The methodology of this thesis involves analyzing previous literature on the topic, news
articles, and reports and conducting virtual interviews through Zoom with individuals and
professionals in Lebanon, which were completed from the summer of 2020 to the spring of 2021.
I have undertaken virtual interviews with three groups: (a) domestic migrant workers themselves,
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(b) their employers, and (c) members of non-governmental organizations involved in the affairs
of DMWs. The initial plan was to travel overseas to Lebanon to recruit and interview
participants; however, as my research transitioned completely online, recruitment became
increasingly difficult following the COVID pandemic. This project initially planned to include a
sample size of at least fifteen participants, with five participants from each category, but with
difficulties in recruiting, that number has narrowed to a total of nine participants. As I could not
travel to Lebanon because of the pandemic, I conducted virtual interviews.
The participants in this study were recruited from both personal connections and through
snowball sampling following direct communication with NGOs in the country. The snowball
sampling allowed the author to recruit participants through the connections of initial study
participants. This was especially successful through the help of local NGOs in Lebanon who
shared contacts of other NGOs and former domestic workers. NGO workers and professionals all
allowed for the inclusion of their names in the study while the interviewed employer and former
and current domestic workers maintain an anonymous identity and will be referred to under
pseudonyms.
Table 1. Domestic worker interviews

Participant Name

Role

Interview Date

Country of Origin

Martha

Current DMW

06/11/20

Philippines

Sarktelu

Former DMW

01/14/21

Ethiopia

Holly

Former DMW

02/15/21

Ethiopia

1

Table 2. Employer interviews
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Participant Name

Role

Interview Date

Noor

Employer

06/11/20

Participant Name

Role

Interview Date

Ghada Jabbour

Co-Founder of Kafa (Head of
Anti Trafficking Unit)

06/23/20

Farah Baba

Communications Organizer at 09/11/20
the Anti-Racism Movement
(ARM)

Roula Seghaier

International Domestic
Workers Federation

10/23/20

Lisa Khoury (non-NGO)

International Multimedia
Journalist

01/26/21

Aya Majzoub

Human Rights Watch

01/29/21

2

Table 3. NGO Interviews

3

Interview Process
Prior to conducting interviews, the research received IRB-approval (APPENDIX A) on a

set of questions outlined for each of the three groups, which can be found in APPENDIX D. The
questions asked to participants depending on the roles. The same set of questions were asked to
individuals in the same groups (DMWs, employers, and NGO workers). Additional questions

outside the scope of the written interview questions were then asked based on participant
responses. All interviews were conducted through Zoom with video calls, each lasting between
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40-60 minutes. Participants were asked before being interviewed for permission to record the

session. After the interview, the recording was then transcribed. The information was then
incorporated into this research. All recordings and transcriptions were then stored in a passwordprotected Google Drive with any identifying data anonymized. The audio recordings and

transcriptions will be kept private, with only the researchers having access to passwords.

22

EMPIRICAL FINDINGS
This section highlights critical features influencing the precarity of DMWs in Lebanon.
Most of the information aims to contextualize the crises surrounding DMWs during the end of
2019 and through the end of 2020. The following sections incorporate details collected through
participant interviews and news resources that contribute to affirming or denying the
expectations discussed in the previous section. The first portion of this writing discusses the
current crises impacting Lebanon and its people. By doing so, it addresses questions of DMWs
financial instability, lack of protection, and decreased freedom. Questions with each of the three
group participants reveal how DMWs perceive their status in the country and the dynamics
between feeling empowered to take action in times of crises but also trapped with little to no
other options for help. Lastly, the final sections addressing advocacy reveal a more optimistic
approach for the future due to reform attempts and the increased involvement of civil society and
NGOs on behalf of migrant workers.
The Impacts of the Currency Crisis and COVID-19 on DMWs in Lebanon
The coronavirus pandemic has wreaked havoc on the health and economic systems of
countries across the globe, leaving over 30 million people infected and over 957,000 dead in 188
countries and territories as of January 2021 (Al Jazeera, 2021). COVID-19 has exacerbated
humanitarian, economic, and political crises in every corner of the world, leaving almost no
country unscathed, including Lebanon. Even before experiencing the pandemic's impact, the
country was hit with a severe economic crisis. The Lebanese currency lost 60% of its value
against the dollar, and the cost of essential goods dramatically increasing in price (El Deeb,
2020). The foreign currency crisis led to unemployment rates of up to 35% and brought over
45% of the country's population below the poverty line (El Deeb, 2020). The crisis, combined
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with the unprecedented effects of the novel coronavirus, has aggravated the position of
marginalized communities in Lebanon, especially those of DMWs and refugees. With an already
fragile economy, the public health crisis and quarantine policies established in response to
COVID-19 devastated businesses and resulted in even higher unemployment rates. A significant
portion of the Lebanese population was no longer able to afford basic goods, let alone continue
paying their employed workers. The combined effects of the economic crisis and the pandemic
meant that the already vulnerable DMW population would inevitably experience higher levels of
precarity.
The effects of both the currency crisis and COVID-19 have left thousands of DMWs
without a source of income and unable to afford essential goods such as food or hygiene products
(International Labour Organization, 2020). This applies to both live-in DMWs who live with
their employers and freelancers who are usually “runaways.” Pande (2013) defines a runaway as
a “worker that no longer works for their original sponsor and whose sponsor has not legally
released her.” These freelancers are considered illegal in Lebanon and are at risk of deportation
since they are often living in Lebanon without travel documents, such as official papers or
passports (Pande, 2013). They usually work for several employees at a time while having
alternative living arrangements (Pande, 2013). These workers may live alone or with other
runaway workers, making a living by offering their services on an hourly basis.
Many DMWs who work as freelancers are also no longer able to make an income as
many Lebanese employers no longer request their services, both because they can no longer
afford the additional expense and because of fear of the spread of the virus (International Labour
Organization, 2020). When speaking with interview participant Noor, an employer of a DMW,
she explained how the economic crisis has made it difficult for her to employ a domestic worker
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as the Lebanese pound has lost its dollar value. She explains that it is only fair to pay her
domestic helper in dollars, as that is what is promised in the contract. Doing otherwise would be
“unfair” to the worker who usually relies on dollars to send money back to their home country.
In addition to economic stresses, DMWs are now often found working longer hours and are
experiencing limited mobility due to quarantine measures. In speaking with Noor's housekeeper
Martha, she expressed how she now has to spend more time with the children of the household
who are no longer occupied during the day with school. Due to the emphasis on sanitation and
cleanliness, workers are often assigned additional cleaning tasks and are provided less free time
away from the family.
Additionally, workers' health is increasingly at risk as many DMWs do not have access to
medical professionals, nor can they afford to visit a hospital. For workers in shelters or detention
centers, the risk of contracting the coronavirus is exceptionally high since these institutions tend
to be overcrowded with few to no protective measures in place (International Labour
Organization, 2020). Being confined to smaller apartments during the lockdown has also
inevitably led to foreign workers testing positive for the virus, which is mainly a challenge for
those who do not have any access to healthcare (El Deeb, 2020). While some workers who test
positive are removed from their positions, others are left employed but still subject to abusive
treatment. In one case, Tenteb, a former domestic worker, suspected that her developing
coronavirus-like symptoms, such as a strong cough, was the reason why her employers let her go
(Azhari, 2020b). In another case taking place in Saudi Arabia, a Filipino domestic worker was
trapped alone in her agency’s hostel where she was expected to recover, being only given
painkillers and Vitamin C for treatment (Hubbard & Donovan, 2020).
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The crisis has also begun to demand action on behalf of the countries these workers are
attempting to return to. With many employers no longer able to pay for domestic work,
thousands of DMWs have been abandoned either at shelters, the streets of their local embassies,
or even at airports where they await repatriation flights from their home governments (Barkawi,
2020). The Beirut airport's closure due to coronavirus safety measures has left many DMWs
trapped with no way home (Francis & Creidi, 2020). While the airports were closed and
commercial air traffic was grounded due to quarantine measures, a few countries attempted to
carry out emergency flights to bring back citizens who were left stranded. Still, these attempts by
the government did not always guarantee a return flight home. In fact, the Ethiopian government
charged its citizens $680 for the return flight and the costs of a 14-day quarantine when returned
to the country (a steep price to pay considering most Ethiopian workers make around $150 a
month in Lebanon) (Barkawi, 2020).
Many who are unable to return home are left with no other choice but to stay in their
employer's home, where they may be vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. This is problematic
considering that DMWS are dying at a rate of almost two a week, with many deaths being a
result of suicide (Wallis, 2020). Calls for help have significantly increased since the economic
collapse. The organization This Is Lebanon, an organization that usually responds to reports of
abuse by shaming abusive employers, stated in July that their caseload has more than doubled as
the economic crisis worsened (Trew, 2020). Women's rights researcher Rothna Begum predicts
that the increased risk of abuse from overwork typically associated with large family events or
during the month of Ramadan could be prevalent as governments crackdown on quarantine
measures and the movement of DMWs becomes restricted. She implies that the constant
demands for additional cleaning, cooking, and caring will drive workers to exhaustion, illness,
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depression, and even suicide (Begum, 2020). The recent suicide of Faustina Tay, a 23-year-old
Ghanaian domestic worker, has been one of many cases bringing light to the desperation of many
DMWs in Lebanon (Azhari, 2020a). Tay's pleas for help depict the situation of many workers in
Lebanon where the country's judiciary fails to hold abusive employers accountable, and security
agencies do not take investigations seriously (according to Human Rights Watch) (Azhari, 2020).
The position of workers is further threatened by their being at a higher risk of contracting
COVID-19. For example, domestic workers face increased chances of contracting the disease
due to their responsibilities, including grocery shopping, throwing out the trash, or even walking
pets (Amnesty International, 2020c). Furthermore, if someone in the household contracts the
virus, the worker would be most likely required to care for them, exposing them to the virus
(Begum, 2020).
With contracts suddenly ending and living in Lebanon becoming no longer affordable,
many DMWs are now finding themselves dramatically changing their work plans. Tsigereda
Brihanu, an Ethiopian activist with Egna Legna, explained that for many, "it is not worth it to
stay" (El Deeb, 2020). One Ethiopian worker said that although she is being paid, she is already
making plans to return to Ethiopia, predicting that the conditions in Lebanon will only make
living there more difficult (El Deeb, 2020). Nevertheless, some domestic workers recognize that
the effects of COVID-19 have also reached their home countries, making a stable working
position guaranteed by contract an attractive reason to stay in Lebanon. In my interview with
Martha, she expressed that she was more willing to renew her contract with her employer for
another two years because, for her, that guaranteed that she would be able to send money back to
her family in the Philippines, where jobs have also been affected by the pandemic. In an
interview with former domestic worker Holly, she expressed similar sentiments. When asked if
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she would ever return to Ethiopia, Holly delivered an empathic “no way.” She explained that she
has nothing left in Ethiopia and would not be able to find a job considering she never finished
her high school education. Holly also shared how her family would not accept her since she
could not send any money back to them. She is now building her life in Lebanon, working for a
local NGO, and raising her daughter. Most workers who have run away from their employers
end up working as freelance workers, working certain hours for several different employers. In
contrast, others may find themselves cleaning or cooking in stores or restaurants. Holly explains
that working with the NGO is a “dream job” considering her prior work experiences in Lebanon.
In speaking about the detrimental effects of both the coronavirus and the economic crisis,
Ghada Jabbour, the cofounder of Kafa, a Lebanese organization dedicated to preventing
domestic abuse in Lebanese households, claimed that the "the solution is now beyond
employers." Kafa is one of many organizations calling on the international community to play a
more significant role. Jabbour expresses similar sentiments of organizations such as the
International Labor Organization and Amnesty International, arguing that it is now "within the
hands of the international community to act very fast." Amnesty International recognizes
COVID-19 as an opportunity for change both from the international community and especially
from Middle Eastern countries in the Gulf (Amnesty International, 2020a). The group sees the
pandemic as an opportunity to bring to light the fundamental human rights denied to DMWs and
bring about legitimate change. To them, the crisis has made the conditions of workers
"impossible to ignore." As a result, Amnesty International is calling on countries to make
substantial changes such as ensuring adequate living conditions, making sure there is fair pay,
and providing all workers with healthcare and sick pay (Amnesty International, 2020).
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The economic crisis and COVID-19, by shedding light on the plight of DMWs in
Lebanon and the inequalities inherent in the kafala system, have also juxtaposed the Lebanese
response to the dire conditions DMWs face with that of responses from the Gulf States. For
example, in Qatar (which also relies on a version of the kafala sponsorship system), one of the
wealthiest countries in the world, efforts are being made to make sure that despite financial
instability resulting from the pandemic, workers are fairly paid (Amnesty International, 2020).
The Qatar government announced that loans would be offered to businesses to ensure that
workers will be continued to be paid even in "lockdown" (Amnesty International, 2020).
Nonetheless, none of the plans being carried out by the Gulf States fully protect the salaries of
migrant workers in every situation. Additional protections such as ensuring access to health care
and sick pay are also lacking. Policies in countries such as Qatar and Saudi Arabia (both offering
free health care to all migrant workers regardless of their legal status) are progressive given the
standards in the Middle East; however, it is too early to determine whether such strategies are
successful considering various degrees of implementation and the tendency for discrimination in
treatments (Amnesty International, 2020). Although the plans of other Middle Eastern states are
by no means perfect, they demonstrate the progress that is necessary to ensure the protection of
migrant workers in the region. While countries in the Gulf are far wealthier and more resourceful
than Lebanon, reforming the kafala system could benefit workers without being a financial
strain. With the pandemic and economic collapse exposing the harsh reality of life for DMWs in
Lebanon and beyond, many groups and organizations hope that crises can serve as an
opportunity for legitimate change.
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The Beirut Blast Amidst the Economic and Health Crises
The August 4th explosion in Beirut, caused by the detonation of 2,750 tons of ammonium
nitrate, shook the city to its core (BBC News, 2020). Already amid a currency crisis driving half
the population into poverty and a pandemic crippling the healthcare system, Lebanon and its
people seemed unable to catch any sort of relief. The blast was reported to have killed over 200
people and injured over 5,000 while also leaving more than 300,000 people temporarily
homeless (BBC News, 2020). With DMWs legally bound to their employers, these crises' impact
continues to unfurl one obstacle after the next from the Lebanese people directly to the workers
themselves. The explosion, coupled with the economic and political turmoil and the
complications of COVID-19, has left DMWs in highly vulnerable positions and in desperate
need of a way out.
Following the blast, dozens of DMWs were left homeless, with many of them losing their
jobs. Farah Baba explained that there were many residential and tourist areas that were affected
by the explosion. This significantly impacted DMWs who lost their jobs working as cleaners or
cooks in these local businesses. Additionally, Roula Seghaier emphasized how DMWs living in
their own homes were increasingly vulnerable because they are considered “irregular workers,”
illegally residing outside their original employer’s homes. Many of these women lost their homes
in the explosion and have no form of aid because “they are by default under the risk of
deportation or imprisonment.”
Days following the explosion, a group of around 30 Kenyan migrant workers staged a sitin outside the Consulate of Kenya in Beirut, demanding that the Kenyan government provide
them with a way home (Jaafari, 2020). Unable to afford the price of a plane ticket and
experiencing travel complications due to the limitations placed on air travel resulting from the
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pandemic, these workers were left with very few options. Many DMWs have been left with no
choice but to wait outside their consulates for any form of aid since the practice of abandoning
DMWs has become increasingly common in recent months as many Lebanese citizens have
become unable to pay their worker's salaries (Makooi, 2020). Despite the demands for
repatriation by laid-off Kenyan women (some of whom had been protesting for thirty days), the
Kenyan government’s response has been ineffective. A CNN report revealed the exploitation and
mistreatment of Kenyan workers who visited the consulate with requests for a way home
(Qiblawi, 2020). Reports by seven Kenyan women described the exploitative and abusive
behavior of Kenya's Honorary Consul in Lebanon and his assistant (Qiblawi, 2020). While
repatriation efforts were delayed, volunteers and local NGOs made efforts to support the
stranded women by providing them with donated food, water, and mattresses (Lazkani, 2020). In
the wake of the Honorary Consul's behavior and failure to act, the repatriation process was taken
over by Lebanese General Security, which was preparing "laissez-passer" travel documents that
would allow the women and their children to return to Kenya (Moussa, 2020a).
Even before the blast, the effects of the currency crisis drove Lebanese employers to drop
their domestic workers at the doors of local embassies. In early June, there were reports of
around 100 Ethiopian women being left stranded at the Ethiopian Embassy, many of whom were
stuck sleeping outside with nowhere to go (Collard, 2020). With the Lebanese pound losing
three-quarters of its value against the U.S. dollar, many employers could no longer afford to pay
their employees, especially since most workers are paid in U.S. dollars, and the cost of
converting the Lebanese pound to U.S. dollars has almost quadrupled (Collard, 2020). The
Lebanese pound has no value in countries such as Ethiopia. As a result, many employees were
left abandoned in Lebanon without a job or forced to work without pay. Although the Ethiopian
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government has organized repatriation flights, many workers remain trapped in Lebanon since
they are unable to afford the cost of a flight or deal with the complications of a mandatory twoweek self-quarantine required after returning to their country (Collard, 2020).
A “Color Scale”
Since June, an increasing number of workers have been fired and abandoned outside their
country's consulates, often left sleeping on the sidewalk with suitcases (Makooi, 2020). Makooi
(2020) reported that those who have been abandoned are predominantly Ethiopian workers. A
2016 report by the ILO reveals that Ethiopian and Bangladeshi domestic workers in Lebanon
tend to be some of the lowest-paid domestic workers, compared to workers from the Philippines
and even Nepal (International Labor Organization, 2016a). The report exhibits that 67% of
Ethiopian and 80% of Bangladeshi women are paid less than $200 a month as opposed to their
Filipina counterparts, 5% of whom are paid less than $200 a month. Furthermore, 37% of DMWs
from the Philippines receive a salary of $400 or more a month, while 3% of Ethiopian and 2% of
Bangladeshi women receive that same salary (International Labor Organization, 2016). These
discrepancies may be attributed to the Philippines' 2006 mandate requiring that Filipino workers
be paid a minimum wage of $400 (Amnesty International, 2019). Still, that is not always the case
since 63% of Filipina DMWs in Lebanon were even being paid less than $400 a month at the
time of the report. Another reason for this high pay could be linguistic differences (with Filipina
workers more likely to speak English) and the level of education achieved by workers. Filipino
DMWs are amongst the most educated, with 49% holding a secondary degree and 29% holding
university degrees (compared to 23% of Ethiopian women holding secondary degrees and 9%
holding university degrees) (International Labor Organization, 2016).
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A separate ILO report relies on anecdotal evidence to suggest that nationality and even
skin color play a role in determining salary (DMWs with darker skin tend to be paid less)
(International Labor Organization, 2016b). In my interview with Farah Baba of the Lebanese
NGO, the Anti-Racism Movement (ARM), she explained the racial element of hiring domestic
workers prevalent in the Lebanese culture. Baba used the example of one family hiring a Filipina
or Nepalese domestic worker and another hiring an Ethiopian worker. “The family that hired a
woman with lighter skin would be perceived as more affluent than the other.” Baba explained
that lighter-skinned workers are more “sought after” because of the assumption by public
opinion that hiring a lighter-skinned worker means the family can afford to pay more and
therefore belongs to the upper class. She, of course, acknowledges that this is not something that
can be quantified, but it is something that the community collectively understands. Roula
Seghaier expressed similar sentiments in my interview with her. Seghaier explained that there is
an unspoken but conventional “color scale” by which domestic workers are paid which also
translates into the employer's prestige. According to Seghaier, if the employer wants to appear
wealthier, they will get a fairer-skinned domestic worker.
Details about the salary paid to DMWs by an employer's household income suggest
further implications. According to the ILO report, 38.1% of employers who have a monthly
household income of over $4,000 pay their employees $300 or more a month, whereas 6.9% of
those earning an income between $1,000 and $2,000 pay the same (International Labor
Organization, 2016). These salary differences between employers with varying household
incomes suggest that DMWs employed by the upper class are less vulnerable than those in
lower-income households. As such, it could be suggested that the workers from countries such as
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Ethiopia or Bangladesh would be harder hit by the current crises than those workers from the
Philippines or Nepal.
The problems can even be attributed to factors unrelated to employer actions or societal
tendencies. Baba compared the consulates' actions like those of Kenya and Ethiopia to the
response of the Philippines' embassy. She suggested that the Filipino Embassy's extremely active
response is why their organization has not received an influx of requests from Filipina domestic
workers in Lebanon. Baba explained that the Philippines' embassy has been evacuating nationals
every week, with over 400 evacuations taking place the week before the day of our conversation
(September 11th). Meanwhile, Kenyan workers have been protesting for aid by their government
since August 10th, with little to no response. Baba suggests that one reason for this could be that
the Philippines has an embassy in Beirut, while states such as Ethiopia and Kenya only have
consulates. This, of course, becomes a resource issue since embassies have more funding and
greater capabilities than consulates. Baba explained consulates could not on their own issue
"laissez-passer" travel documents to workers who do not have their passports. This means that
for someone from Kenya to be issued these travel documents, the Kenyan consulate in Lebanon
would have to coordinate with the Kenyan embassy in Kuwait, which comes with several
administrative obstacles.
Reform Attempts – The Standard Unified Contract
After facing extreme pressure from local NGOs and other human rights groups,
Lebanon's Labor Minister Lamia Yammine has promised to take action against employers who
have abandoned DMWs in front of their embassies. Yammine stated that those employers would
be put on a blacklist that would prevent them from hiring foreign domestic workers in the future
(Collard, 2020). Also, in response to public outcry, the Lebanese Ministry organized a meeting
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on June 19th with the International Labor Organization (ILO) and other NGOs, including
Amnesty International (Makooi, 2020). In the meeting, the minister expressed plans to amend the
labor law to include DMWs. Following the meeting, Yammine shared plans to adopt the
"standard unified contract," the most recent reform addressing the kafala system's inequalities
(Amnesty International, 2020b). Yammine stated that this contract "abolishes the kafala system."
Still, activists claim that this is a considerable exaggeration (Arab News, 2020).
A Lebanese Steering Committee developed this contract with the help of the Office of the
High Commission for Human Rights (OHCHR) and the International Labor Organization (ILO)
(Moussa, 2020b). The standard unified contract (SUC) was created to set forth a common set of
rights that create an ILO-approved environment for the foreign domestic workforce in Lebanese
(Tayah, 2012). The contract amendments include specifications of a worker’s minimum wage
(which are to be determined), giving the worker the right to quit her job following a month’s
notice, and recognizing freedom of movement and communication (Moussa, 2020). It contains
critical provisions that would allow workers to change employers and hold onto their passports
while employed. Additionally, the contract requires that DMWs be provided with a "private,
well-ventilated room with a key" and limits the labor to eight hours a day in a six-day week
(Arab News, 2020). The contract demonstrates significant improvement, considering that some
workers work over 12 hours a day with no rest days. In early September, the Lebanese Minister
of Labor Lamia Yammine announced on Twitter that the new contract “abolishes the
sponsorship system and enshrines the rights of migrant domestic workers” (Moussa, 2020).
Rights groups in Lebanon, such as the Anti-Racism Movement, were quick to call out this
release of SUC as a “performative action” that, in reality, fails to abolish the kafala sponsorship
system because of the lack of any enforcement mechanism (Anti-Racism Movement Lebanon,
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2020). In my conversation with Roula Seghaier, she discussed how the announcement of SUC
might do more harm than good because many people assume that kafala is completely abolished
when, in reality, it is not.
Recognizing this as progress, many critics still argue that this new document is not
enough since it lacks any enforcement mechanism (Makooi, 2020); these activists point to the
previous contract, which mandated that workers receive their wages at the end of the month even
though many employers would keep workers without pay for extended periods. These advocates
for DMWs instead urge the abolishment of the kafala system altogether. Diala Haidar, Amnesty
International's campaign officer in Lebanon, remarked that the solution should be to abolish the
kafala sponsorship system altogether and integrate foreign workers into the Lebanese labor
market (Makooi, 2020). In my interview, Farah Baba regarded this contract as "theoretically
good, but in practice useless" since no legislation is implementing any kind of enforcement. Still,
she acknowledged that while this is not enough, it is a good first step.
The Labor Ministry adopted the SUC on September 8, 2020 (Human Rights Watch,
2020a). However, any hope of progress regarding domestic worker’s rights was shattered when
Lebanon’s top administrative court, the State Shura Council, suspended the implementation of
the adopted standard unified contract on October 30, 2020 (Human Rights Watch, 2020). This
was in response to a complaint submitted on September 21, 2020, to the council by the Syndicate
of the Owners of Recruitment Agencies (SORAL), a union representing recruitment agencies in
Lebanon (Human Rights Watch, 2020). SORAL, established in 2005, is one of 500 licensed
recruitment agencies in Lebanon (International Labor Organization, 2015a). These employment
agencies have a significant amount of lobbying power in the country. As described by Roula
Seghaier, although the Lebanese government forbids the unionization of DMWs under the kafala
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system, the ministry of labor has allowed the employers of DMWs and recruitment agencies to
unionize. Through these unionizations, these agencies have been able to advocate for their
interests to the detriment of workers. The SORAL complaint requested that the council block
and annul the adoption of the new standard unified contract. The Shura Council subsequently
ruled in their favor, claiming that the new developments would result in “severe damage” to the
agencies’ interests (Human Rights Watch, 2020).
The release of the SUC is recognized as a slight improvement, but it is not nearly enough,
especially considering the State Shura Council prevented any chance of implementation.
Attempting to pass the SUC is a first step in the right direction since it does address fundamental
human and labor rights. Still, it fails to hold individuals accountable and secure workers' safety.
Perhaps ongoing reform in Gulf countries will put additional pressure on Lebanon to keep up
with the progressive development of abolishing the kafala system in the region.
Discrimination in Crisis – Migrant Workers Overlooked
With little faith left in their government, the Lebanese people took the initiative to carry
out relief efforts independently. For weeks following the explosion, volunteer groups and
individuals took to the streets to help clean destroyed parts of the city and deliver supplies and
aid to those victimized by the blast (Malsin & Abdulrahim, 2020). But even amidst one of the
most significant humanitarian crises the world has ever witnessed, discrimination remains
rampant, and DMWs continue to be overlooked.
When asked about the most significant obstacles that their organization faced in carrying
out their mission, Majzoub, Baba, and Jabbour all mentioned social and cultural racism and
misogyny as a factor. Jabbour argued, “the system of sexism (and) racism, overlaps and makes
people think that workers are property rather than workers.” Majzoub expressed similar
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sentiments, claiming that the kafala system is not only a collection of laws and policies but also
“customary practices in Lebanon that are not written anywhere.” She explained that “many of the
practices are not codified into law or policy, they are just practices that are accepted as fact.”
Majzoub gave the example of DMWs being required to hand over their passports when first
being assigned to their employer. This feature of domestic work is not codified in the law but is
instead something that has been culturally practiced.
In an interview with Al Jazeera, Roula Seghaier, the Advocacy and Strategic Program
Coordinator of the International Domestic Workers Federation, argues that “the relief efforts
have been tainted by racism.” In her interview, Seghaier explained that access to food, clothing,
and temporary housing had been made less accessible to migrant workers. “The humanitarian
assistance and relief have not been horizontal in the sense that this has been framed as a
Lebanese tragedy and most of the help and money was going to support nationals.” She argues
that DMWs experience systematic racism, for even the death toll and missing person list for the
Beirut blast are incomplete as the names of DMWs are omitted (Al Jazeera, 2020). Additionally,
acknowledging that local organizations have initiated most relief efforts, Farah Baba explained
that these efforts have explicitly excluded DMWs. For example, several initiatives have focused
on knocking on doors and asking to assist homeowners who have been affected by the disaster. If
volunteers found that the homeowner was a DMW, they would move on to the next house
because their aid was "offered only to Lebanese." However, if the house owner were her
employer, they would continue assessing the damages and offering donations. Former domestic
worker Sarktelu recounted how she experienced this kind of racism twice, stating, “I remember
being so excited to see the armies helping the people.” After realizing she lived alone without her
“madame” (a term often used to refer to an employer), the army members delivering boxes of
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food and supplies simply turned away and left without offering any kind of aid or support. This
discrimination was also prevalent during the political uprisings and early in the economic crisis.
Baba explained that even during the first few weeks of the political revolution back in November
of 2019, whenever workers would join the protests demanding fundamental rights, some
Lebanese would condemn their behavior and encourage them to "leave the space for Lebanese"
and "go ask the U.N. or your consulates for your rights."
Additionally, some politicians and Lebanese nationals would blame the economic
collapse on the work of DMWs and the remittances they would send back to their country. Baba
explained that migrant workers were often "demonized" and xenophobically portrayed as
foreigners stealing Lebanese jobs and taking their money back to their home countries. In
interviewing Roula Seghaier, she described how similar rhetoric could be seen in the
government’s attempts to blame migrants, including Syrians and Palestinians, for the country’s
economic failures. Baba also described the impact that a nationalizing movement, such as the
Lebanese revolution, has on the situations of DMWs. In some instances, political advocates have
entirely sidelined the plight of workers by emphasizing Lebanese citizens' concerns as the
priority. Most NGOs that aid DMWs in Lebanon rely on direct donations; however, with the
other challenges taking center stage, it can be expected that aid to DMWs will be hindered
(Hodali, 2020). So while some interview participants claimed the Lebanese revolution, which
was progressive in its sentiments, failed to acknowledge workers' rights, other interviewees (see
the section titled Role of Lebanese Youth) claimed that there was some positive movement in
support of DMWs.
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The Triple Crises and Deepening Plight of the DMWs
The sudden crises in Lebanon and the subsequent evacuations have called attention to the
humanitarian issues associated with domestic migrant work in Lebanon and have led countries to
change their policies regarding migrant labor. In speaking with Al Jazeera, Abike Dabiri-Erewa,
the Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of the Nigerians in Diaspora Commission, condemned
the kafala sponsorship system, stating that all Nigerian women must be brought back and
encouraged to work in Nigeria (Al Jazeera, 2020). Furthermore, Dabiri-Erewa urges that jobs be
provided to these women so that they are not encouraged to seek work abroad. She noted women
must be made aware of the kafala system because such awareness would have deterred them
from traveling to Lebanon in the first place (Al Jazeera, 2020). Through personal interviews with
workers, including two former domestic workers Sarktelu and Holly, it became clear that many
workers end up in Lebanon under false pretenses. Sarktelu shared how she traveled to Lebanon
at 16 under the impression that she would be visiting her older sister, who worked there. She was
quickly deceived and ended up working for her sister’s employer’s daughter. On the other hand,
Holly believed she traveled to Lebanon to work as a hairdresser in a salon. Her lack of awareness
has inspired her to share her story with others to warn other women of what working in Lebanon
could entail.
In response to the pandemic, Lebanon has stopped issuing domestic work visas, and
travel has been restricted (Al Jazeera, 2020). However, this has not necessarily stopped the
demand for work. Farah Baba explained that, in some cases, Lebanese citizens would go to
consulates or embassies where they would attempt to hire unemployed workers abandoned
outside for their services illegally. Her organization has even received messages from Lebanese
employers asking to hire DMWs who have reached out to the NGO for help.
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An additional consequence of the crises has been a change in DMW activism. Baba
explained that DMWs were often deterred from advocating for themselves in the November
protests because of racist threats and discrimination they encountered at demonstrations.
Additionally, DMWs often hesitate to vocalize their opinions because they fear repercussions
from their employers or the government. However, being forced onto the streets with no way
home has left many workers extremely desperate. Baba stated, “advocacy (is) increasing outside
of consulates where they were left… involvement has spiked since they have nothing left to
lose.” With no home, no form of income, and no guarantee of safety, these workers are
demanding action by both their governments and the Lebanese. At the same time, other NGO
workers in the field have argued the complete opposite. When asked about whether or not
DMWs have been more enabled since the 2019 protests, Aya Majzoub stated that she believed it
was quite the opposite. She explained that it went beyond the revolution. Even though the
uprising had very progressive aims, the protests coincided with a severe economic crisis. Being
left on the streets without any form of income has left workers with almost no room to maneuver,
and they have become extremely limited in their ability to act.
The Kafala System: A Comparative Perspective
In discussing the inadequacy of the Lebanese government’s response to the plight of
DMWs, it is helpful to consider the actions of its neighboring countries. By examining the
policies governing migrant work in culturally similar states, this thesis hopes to develop an
understanding of why Lebanon falls so far behind. Reviewing the characteristics of the kafala
system and how neighboring states respond to international concerns and criticisms may reveal
whether or not the system in Lebanon is particularly more pressing.
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With much of the workforce in the Middle Eastern region being made up of foreign
workers, it is no surprise that domestic migrant work is typical in many Middle Eastern countries
other than Lebanon, extending throughout the neighboring Gulf States (Qatar, Bahrain, UAE,
Oman, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia) and Jordan. Like in Lebanon, the kafala sponsorship system
governs migrant workers in these states, although the details of the system vary from state to
state. While Lebanon’s social atmosphere, political instability, and financial status differ
significantly from its neighbors, many commonalities characterize migrant work in these
countries.
While the kafala system binds domestic workers to their employer, it is essential to note
that the kafala sponsorship system also governs the work of migrant workers who work as
manufacturers, construction workers, educators, and those who work in wholesale and retail
trade (De Bel-Air, 2014). The reason for its popularity in these fields of work can be credited to
the convenience of providing temporary labor during economic booms and expelling laborers
when those positions are no longer needed (Migrant Forum in Asia). Additionally, limiting the
rights of the labor force can be politically preferable. In all the GCC countries, like in Lebanon, it
is the Ministry of Interior rather than the Ministry of Labor that manages the kafala system and
employee-sponsor relationships (Migrant Forum in Asia). As such, this contributes to a system
that denies domestic workers of rights provided to nationals under domestic labor law while also
preventing workers from voicing their grievances. The temporary nature of these jobs is
emphasized by the Gulf States’ use of terms such as ‘guest workers’ and ‘expatriate manpower’
to refer to migrant workers (Migrant Forum in Asia).
As with DMWs in Lebanon, expatriate workers are typically required to hand over their
passports to their employers, although the law does not require it. This limited freedom of
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movement creates a kind of structural dependence that constrains a laborer’s ability to change
employment or leave an employer (Longva, 1999). In the GCC states, the proportion of
employed non-nationals is among the highest in the world, averaging up to 70.4% of the
population in Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates (International Labor
Organization). The large expatriate population is used by authorities and citizens to justify the
restricted movement of migrants based on the argument that confiscating passports acts as a
crime-prevention method as individuals without passports would be unable to flee the country
and avoid prosecution (Longva, 1999). Another characteristic of this structure would be the labor
force's divisive nature: workers will never acquire the rights granted by citizenship; thus, they are
inherently separated on a social level. This creates a divide between the native and foreign labor
force that can hinder the creation of class-based unity.
While a majority of migrant workers in Lebanon can be found in the domestic service
sector, the migrant worker population in the Gulf States reveals a significant population of
workers in manufacturing and construction. For example, in 2013, 39.2% of all foreign laborers
in Qatar worked in the construction sector, reaching over 550,000 individuals (De Bel-Air,
2014). Meanwhile, almost 200,000 worked in wholesale and retail trade, and over 100,000
worked in manufacturing. In comparison, Qatar employs more than 174,000 domestic workers in
private households (Amnesty International, 2018), while Lebanon boasts a population of over
250,000 domestic migrant workers (Amnesty International, 2020b). Kuwait employs more than
660,000 DMWs, making it host to the second largest population of DMWs in the Middle East,
with Saudi Arabia holding the most (International Labor Organization, 2015b). A majority of
DMWs in Lebanon originate from Asia; however, Lebanon's construction labor force in 2018
was reported to be made up of 70%-80% Syrians (Business & Human Rights Resource Centre).
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The opposite is true of the Gulf States, such as Qatar, where the foreign workforce is mainly
composed of Asian nationals. In fact, 1.3% of the foreign workforce in Qatar is Syrian, while
over 75% of the entire workforce comes from Asian countries such as India, Nepal, the
Philippines, and Bangladesh (De Bel-Air, 2014). Of course, Lebanon's significant Syrian
workforce was partially due to the Syrian civil war, which led over 1 million Syrians to flee to
Lebanon as refugees (Business & Human Rights Resource Centre). Despite the diverse
demographics of the GCC states and Lebanon, the kafala system has dominated employeesponsor relationships in every one of these nations, thus, attracting the scrutiny of human rights
organizations and the international community.
Current Reform Initiatives
Just as it did in Lebanon, the coronavirus has shed a spotlight on the inadequacies of the
kafala sponsorship system throughout the Gulf. During the first several months of the outbreak,
hundreds of thousands of migrant workers were trapped in work camps that experienced high
rates of infections (Chulov, 2020). With no way home, many of these workers were confined to
labor camps, stripped of employment and pay, and vulnerable to Covid-19 infection (Chulov,
2020). Reports circulated highlighting the failure of countries such as Qatar and the UAE to
protect these workers from the pandemic and provide them with work-safe environments
(Middle East Eye, 2020). Concerns were especially prevalent in Qatar, where an influx of
workers entered the country in anticipation of 2022 World Cup projects (Middle East Eye, 2020).
Many human rights groups have criticized the lack of protection granted to foreign workers,
arguing that they should be offered the same protections provided to citizens (Chulov, 2020).
The remainder of this discussion will address the reforms that have already taken place and the
reason for any resistance to change.
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In December of 2016, Qatar proclaimed that it had abolished the Kafala system with its
issuance of Law No. 21 of 2015, which came into effect that month (Migrant Rights, 2017). The
policy declared to abolish both the kafala system and the exit permit system, which requires
permission from an employer to leave the country. However, Law No. 1 of 2017 reinstated the
exit permit requirement, which called attention to Qatar’s regression in its promises to reform its
present system (Migrant Rights, 2017). Much of the “flip-flopping” in policy is linked to Qatar’s
bid to host the 2022 World Cup as the Emirate responds to international criticism of its labor
system (Migrant Rights, 2017). Most recently, Qatar announced the adoption of Law No. 18 of
2020 on August 30, 2020 (Modern Diplomacy, 2020). The new law ends the exit permit
requirement, allowing employees to change jobs without their employer’s (kafeel’s) permission.
This makes Qatar the first country in the Gulf to enable migrant workers to change their jobs
before completing their contracts (Human Rights Watch, 2020b). Additionally, with this new
law, Qatar has become the second country in the region (behind Kuwait) to adopt a “nondiscriminatory minimum wage” (Human Rights Watch, 2020). The new law, which was
officially introduced on September 8, 2020, applies to all migrant workers who have previously
been excluded from labor law protections, including domestic workers (Human Rights Watch,
2020). Still, it is too early to determine how effective these reforms will be depending on how
the government enforces them. Michael Page of the Human Rights Watch acknowledges that
these are some of the most progressive reforms that the Middle East has seen; if they are put into
action, they could significantly improve workers’ position in the region (Human Rights Watch,
2020).
In 2016, the Interior Minister of Kuwait issued a decree that set a minimum wage for
domestic workers, provided DMWs with rights to a weekly day off, 30 days of annual paid
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leave, and a working day that does not exceed 12 hours (Middle East Eye, 2016). This decree
was the first of its kind in the Gulf region, but it was still argued that many of these regulations
had not prevented the prevalent abuse against DMWs (Middle East Eye, 2016). An additional
administrative decision passed in 2016 allowed migrant workers to transfer sponsors without
permission after three years of consecutive service (Migrant Rights Org); however, this decree
only applied to workers in the private companies and did not apply to domestic workers
(International Labor Organization, 2017). In March of 2017, Bahrain announced that it would
introduce a pilot system that allows illegal workers to gain legal status by allowing migrant
workers to sponsor themselves (Migrant Rights Org, 2017). This system was planned to be
launch in April of 2017 and would allow workers to have several employers. However,
organizations are wary about such a program's success when it requires all workers to pay for the
annual fees for work permits, expenses that were initially paid for by the sponsor (Migrant
Rights Org, 2017). Still, Bahrain is recognized as a leading nation in its commitment to
transforming the kafala system. This can be seen with the passing of a 2009 policy allowing
foreign employees to change employers without their employer’s consent (Khan & HarroffTavel, 2011). Bahrain is also the only GCC country to include domestic workers in some labor
laws (International Trade Union Confederation, 2017). Both the UAE and Saudi Arabia have
announced reforms in 2016 that made it easier for migrant workers to change employers, while
Oman requires that workers obtain a “no objection certification (NOC)” to leave employers
(International Trade Union Confederation, 2017). Under kafala in Lebanon, migrant workers
cannot legally change employers or leave them at their convenience.

Challenges to Reform
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Reform in these countries has been profoundly slow, as many governments have failed to
enforce or monitor the implementation of new policies. Azfar Khan and Hélène Harroff-Tavel
(2011) discuss how several nations have moved towards incremental reforms while these
countries have been under critical observation by human rights groups and civil society. Khan
and Harroff-Tavel (2011) comment on the lack of willingness of these countries, pointing out
that in states where the kafala has been “abolished,” no system has been created to replace it
(Khan & Harroff-Tavel, 2011). In their writing, Khan and Harroff-Tavel (2011) elaborate on
challenges to reform, including political strategy, lack of civil liberties, persistent prejudice,
economic interests, and lack of action from countries of origin.
Politically, employing individuals from Asia and Africa means that the employees would
have less “bargaining power” and be more “docile.” This was especially true of Arab nations that
wanted to avoid an Arab labor force that would demand naturalization and assimilation (Khan &
Harroff-Tavel, 2011). Additionally, widespread prejudice towards migrant workers makes
citizens unlikely to speak out on behalf of foreign laborers, creating an environment where
discrimination is common and unchallenged (Khan & Harroff-Tavel, 2011). In Lebanon, this
discrimination is recognized as having increased in the face of constant crises. In an interview
with Roula Seghaier of the International Domestic Workers Federation, Seghaier emphasized
how Lebanese citizens have turned to rally around the flag in times of crisis. As such, in times of
hardship, politicians and leaders have resorted to using migrant workers (as well as Syrians and
Palestinians) as scapegoats for the present economic issues. By nationalizing the problem, the
blame is often placed on “outsiders” for stealing jobs from Lebanese citizens and sending money
back to their home countries. Thus, in the wake of the Covid outbreak, the economic crisis, and
the Beirut explosion, prejudice has only heightened.
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Economic interests also play a large role in countries’ failure to act effectively. In our
interview, Seghaier noted Qatar's reforms might be more tangible than those in Lebanon because
Lebanon fails to have any vested interest in abolishing a system they economically profit off of.
In 2019 alone, Lebanon's local recruitment agencies earned approximately $57.5 million in
revenues (Al-Mahmoud, 2020). She argues that this is not the case in Qatar, crediting the
changes to international pressure placed upon the country in anticipation of hosting the 2022
World Cup. For Qatar, the kafala system’s economic profits are outweighed by the financial
incentives that come with hosting the 2022 World Cup.
The limited reform in the region can also be credited to the lack of civil liberties. In the
Middle East, trade unions and NGOs have limited power and often fail to include migrant
workers; thus, internal pressure for change remains weak (Khan & Harroff-Tavel, 2011). The
idea of civil liberties is significant because one may expect that Lebanon might offer greater
protection and be more progressive with its policies and reforms since Freedom House scores it
second highest in global freedom status among the Arab state, falling behind Tunisia. Lebanon is
given a score of 44/100, being labeled as partly free with 30/60 in the civil liberties category
(Freedom House, 2020). Meanwhile, Qatar is labeled “not free” with a score of 25/100 (18/60
civil liberties), Kuwait is “partly free” with a score of 36/100 (23/60 civil liberties), and Bahrain
is labeled “not free” with a score of 11/100 (10/60 civil liberties). However, the opposite is the
case: the other Gulf States tend to be steps ahead of Lebanon in reforming the kafala sponsorship
system. This may be credited to additional international pressure, as seen in Qatar’s case, with its
hosting of the 2022 World Cup. Perhaps it is associated with the country’s economic status or the
commitment other Arab states have made to the international community, rights groups, and
organizations. Still, it is apparent that having a more democratic regime, as seen in Lebanon,
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does not seem to aid DMWs, especially since they have no influence in the country. It appears
that with or without civil liberties, countries in the region fail to help DMWs. This could be a
different case if Lebanon were a more robust democratic state with more substantial financial
capabilities.

Advocacy and Mobilization on Behalf of DMWs
The Role of NGOs and Civil Society
As explained by prior literature (Mansour-Ille and Hendow, 2017) and exemplified
through participant interviews, NGOs have played a prominent role in protecting the rights of
DMWs in Lebanon. A study prepared by the ILO in 2012 described the several roles of
intervention carried out by various organizations, including providing social, medical,
humanitarian, and legal assistance, carrying out policy advocacy, building the capacity of
national institutions, raising awareness of DMW rights, and empowering DMWs (Tayah, 2012).
In interviewing representatives from Kafa, the International Workers Federation, the AntiRacism Movement (ARM) Lebanon, and the Human Rights Watch, I focused my inquiries on
NGOs' advocacy efforts. It became especially apparent that local and international NGOs have
primarily carried out advocacy efforts on behalf of DMWs in Lebanon. Ghada Jabbour of Kafa
explained that one of the organization's many roles was to network with community leaders of
migrant communities to provide capacity building that would enable and support workers within
that community. Additionally, Kafa has played a role in educating migrant communities and
carrying out empowerment activities and public awareness campaigns. Most of their advocacy
efforts have focused on trying to find and promote alternatives to the sponsorship system.
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Jabbour emphasized that their mission is DMW driven and that they encourage workers to be at
the front of their efforts.
Farah Baba of the Anti-Racism Movement explained that during the peak of the COVID
lockdown back in the summer of 2020, their advocacy shifted from providing a safe place where
migrant workers could organize to focusing on advocacy for evacuating migrants that were now
trapped in the country. Following the blast, their efforts included carrying out relief projects to
deliver food items and hygiene kits to impacted migrant communities. Roula Seghaier of the
International Workers Federation explained how her organization works with over 580,000
DMWs around the world who are unionized. Still, one of the most considerable obstacles in
Lebanon is the prohibition of DMW unionization. Since it is illegal under the kafala sponsorship
system for DMWs to unionize, the organization aims to dismantle the system in the hopes that
this would eventually lead to at least the permissibility of granting fundamental congregation
unionizing rights for DMWs. Seghaier also explained how the Standard Unified Contract (SUC)
resulted from a cooperative effort between domestic worker groups in Lebanon and the ILO.
According to Seghairer, the contract was mainly an advocacy effort adopted by civil society to
be shared from the perspective that we need to make known that these rights are standard labor,
gender, and human rights. From pressuring government agencies to pass progressive reform to
spreading awareness of the country's prevalent abuse, NGOs continue to react and respond to the
continuously changing Lebanese environment to better their advocacy efforts.
While it could have been expected that DMWs may have been more empowered in their
ability to advocate on behalf of themselves due to 1) the progressive sentiments of the November
2019 Revolution and 2) the idea that vulnerability has made DMWs “enabled” in the past
(Mansour-Ille & Hendow, 2017), they have been hindered in this respect due to the
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nationalization of the political revolution, the economic crisis, and quarantine measures as a
result of COVID. As expected, the plight of these workers was mostly ignored even in the
revolutionary environment, and DMWs were more immediately limited in times of crises rather
than enabled. Farah Baba explained that there were frequent instances where a DMW would join
their organization at Lebanese anti-government protests and be attacked or physically forced to
leave. Additionally, as mentioned earlier, Aya Majzoub of the Human Rights Watch explained
that migrant workers had been the opposite of enabled since the protests because it coincided
with the economic crisis. As such, it appears that most advocacy continues to be a result of the
work of civil society. NGOs and younger citizens took up much of the mobilization and work
instead. For example, DMWs were prevented from mobilizing during the anti-government
protests, but some young people were there on their behalf.
The Role of the Lebanese Youth
Throughout my interviews, a common topic appeared, addressing the youth's prominent
role regarding domestic migrant work. When asked about DMW representation in the 2019 antigovernment protests, Ghada Jabbour explained that it was the youth in Lebanon who tried to link
the system of oppression with the kafala system by using slogans and signs. I expect this youth
differentiated amongst sects but shared progressive values representative of young people
pursuing higher education in universities. In addressing questions about any post-revolution
change, international multimedia journalist Lisa Khoury stated that she “absolutely noticed a
change.” She explained that while most Lebanese people were asking for their basic rights like
electricity and clean water, some of them would also bring signs to the protests that would say
things such as “end kafala,” or “ban the kafala system.” They were calling for rights for their
DMWs as well. Khoury explained that these protestors were the young people: “it wasn’t the
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moms and dads who employed the workers, it was their teenage sons and daughters, or a 25millennial protestor.”
Khoury also elaborated on a link between racism and the Black Lives Matter (BLM)
movement that occurred in the summer of 2020. She explained that young people saw BLM in
the states and began to incorporate that into their protests in Lebanon. In her published article
The Real Housekeepers of Beirut for the Washington Monthly, Khoury writes about Rym
Badran, the 17-year-old founder of Girl Up Lebanon, who began a petition to abolish the kafala
sponsorship system (Khoury, 2020). Badran stated that the BLM movement paved the way for
her to speak about racism in Lebanon (Khoury, 2020). When asked about any potential for
change within Lebanese society, Sarktelu, a former DMW, at first expressed a pessimistic
thought, stating, “no, I don’t think Lebanese people can change because it is in their blood.”
However, after further thinking, she reflected on how her employers would often treat her better
when their children were around. She then explained that “there is something in the young
generation, now they have opened their eyes, they are starting to see it, and they are sometimes
more surprised than we are.” The youth's actions and greater awareness provide a more
optimistic view of Lebanon's potential for progressive change.
While DMWs have found themselves increasingly at risk in times of crisis, their
vulnerability and Lebanon’s instability have prompted the attention of the international
community through the news media. Although the potential of reform appears bleak, some
instances have prompted small glimmers of hope for change in the eyes of professionals and
workers. The younger generation has the potential to promote a cultural shift, while continued
pressure from NGOs makes legitimate institutional change appear possible. It is not expected
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that tangible kafala reform will occur anytime soon; however, for any potential transformation,
Lebanon must include the plight of DMWs in its focus as it treads towards recovery.
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CONCLUSION
With one crisis appearing after the next in the last several years, there is no doubt that
Lebanon’s instability has increased the plight of DMWs. At the same time, by pushing these
women outside of the closed doors they are frequently trapped behind, these crises have put the
severe circumstances DMWs live under into the public spotlight. As expected, the research
reveals that the 2019 anti-government protests, demanding the Lebanese government to provide
Lebanese citizens with fundamental rights, failed to account for the rights of DMWs. Instead, it
contributed to increased xenophobia and out-group/in-group dynamics. In rare circumstances,
opposition to kafala was expressed, and the Lebanese, especially youth activists, demanded that
kafala be abolished. While this is not the momentum required for change, it is a push that might
not have existed without the spark of the Lebanese revolution. With this kind of movement being
primarily associated with the 2019 anti-government protests, it is unclear whether the sentiment
expressed by the younger generation will sustain beyond the reformist movements or beyond
Lebanon. Still, there tends to be a general trend for younger and more educated citizens to
condemn the abusive nature of kafala. Examining how dynamics will change as the younger
generation reaches an age where employing DMWs is common could be especially revealing.
The economic collapse and lockdown in response to COVID were disastrous to the
migrant community. Left without pay and sometimes abandoned on the streets, these workers
were left with no sense of what to do next. While it was initially expected that DMWs would be
eager to escape the country and return home, the research suggests more complicated dynamics.
In individual cases, some workers felt more secure in Lebanon than in their home countries,

especially since they feel that there is nothing left for them back home. Although many DMWs
are desperate to escape the abuses of the kafala system, opportunities remain limited in their
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home countries, and it appears more likely that those who free themselves of a single employer

will be more likely to seek out opportunities in Lebanon working as freelance workers without
legal permits. With profits driving recruitment agencies forward in their employment and selling
of DMWs and Lebanese citizens no longer being able to afford full-time domestic work, perhaps

kafala will be informally restructured as freelance work becomes more common and affordable.
Paradoxically, it would be economic failure rather than the potential for economic gain that
could lead to an informally reformed version of kafala.

Sectarian identity played less of a role in the position of workers, but class identity
appeared to be paramount. Still, with there being socio-economic differences amongst different
religious groups in Lebanon (Shiite Muslims generally being poorer than other groups), this
could have implications for DMWs. For example, DMWs employed by poorer Shiite Muslims
could be more at risk in times of crisis or intense economic instability. It should be noted that
these socio-economic differences amongst sectarian identities are not recorded in any official
capacity, so future research could consider the dynamics between sects, economic status, and
DMW precarity. The complexion of DMWs appears to imply a kind of prestige and class, so
lighter-skinned workers are often paid higher salaries than women with darker skin. As a result,
their employer’s greater wealth could have placed them in a more advantageous position than
their darker-skinned colleagues. With lighter-skinned workers hired by richer families, they tend
to be safer and live under less precarious conditions, especially in times of crisis.
Through interviews with DMWs and NGOs, it became apparent that DMWs felt were
highly threatened by the country's instability and the restrictive nature of the kafala sponsorship
systems. NGOs working with foreign workers mainly aim to abolish kafala, and in doing so,
communicate with government agencies and provide services to DMWs who are at risk. DMWs

55

are not optimistic about Lebanon's future, having experienced little to no change since their

arrival in the country. With any sign of progress, such as the standard unified contract, being
blocked by influential policymakers and stakeholders, any positive change seems extremely
slow. Why is this change so difficult? In comparing Lebanon to other states, the answer becomes

clearer. Lebanon’s weakness as a state, lack of wealth, political and economic instability all
contribute to its being paralyzed in reform. Additionally, lack of incentives and international
pressure limit progress. Ironically, it could also be argued that more authoritarian states such as

Qatar may be quicker to implement progressive reform because they are unaffected by other state
interests or stakeholders such as recruitment agencies.
While initially expecting DMW host countries to play a more significant role in
protecting their workers in light of Lebanon’s failure, that expectation seems optimistic.
Evidence through interviews and articles points to the fact that both Lebanon and host countries
are taking advantage of kafala and are pointing the blame at each other, each failing to hold
themselves accountable for exploiting workers. At the same time, it has also become evident that
NGOs play a significant role in mobilizing on behalf of DMWs. By working closely with
government officials, spreading awareness through campaigns, and pushing the country to
implement legitimate change, NGOs are critical to abolishing kafala.
The position of workers has been tremendously impacted by the events of 2020. By
exploring the implications of the previous year's unprecedented crises, the research highlights the
need for effective action, beginning with reforms to the kafala sponsorship system. With the slow
but positive change in the region, more progress could be possible in Lebanon. In acknowledging
the international community's demands and recognizing progressive action in neighboring states,
Lebanon can do more to create a mutually beneficial system for impoverished foreign
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communities and Lebanese citizens who are deprived of institutional care and are willing to treat
DMWs as the hard-working human beings they are.
Limitations
Limitations within the research mainly arose from the interviews and the continuously
changing nature of the situation in Lebanon. Prior to beginning the evidence collection of this
research, the author planned to travel to Lebanon and conduct interviews in person. Following
the global COVID-19 pandemic, the research was forced to change drastically, both in focus and
in methods. As a result, the interviews were more limited in scope. With interviews with three
DMWs, one employer, and five NGO workers and professionals, the interviews followed an
uneven distribution. This also gave the research a limited employer perspective which was an
initial focus of the research. Additionally, interviews with two of the three DMWs interviewed
were somewhat limited because participants were not completely fluent in English. This
prevented in-depth conversations and elaboration.
Another limitation was the constantly changing circumstances in Lebanon. With the
research taking place as the multiple crises were taking place, it became difficult to track the
overall impact. Additionally, this required adjustments in research questions and the research’s
scope, and not all interviews were guided by the same questions.
Further Research
With circumstances continuously evolving, there is great potential for further research on
the topic. Of recent importance would be the unequal distribution of vaccines to members of the
migrant community in Lebanon. Since DMWs experienced barriers in receiving COVID testing
and health services, it is unsurprising that receiving vaccinations would be just as difficult. If the
research were not limited by communication with individuals in Lebanon, it would have
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benefited from speaking directly to government officials within the ministry of labor and those
who represent recruitment agencies. Understanding the government’s future plans might have
offered a clearer picture of what they plan to do now that the progress with the SUC was halted.
There are also unanswered questions about the role that DMWs home countries play in their
traveling to countries like Lebanon. Additional research could examine how countries such as
Ethiopia, Bangladesh, and the Philippines have responded to the plight of their migrant workers
following the unprecedented events of the previous year.
Further research on how younger Lebanese citizens view DMWs could shed light on how
the future of employer-worker relationships could develop. It would have been especially
insightful to hear directly from younger and older Lebanese citizens in order to understand their
opinions of the topic. Lastly, additional research on the number of workers who have been
displaced and repatriated would have been especially revealing. Numbers comparing the amount
of DMWs traveling to Lebanon in years before and after the triple crises could highlight its
severity. However, this kind of statistical data is quite limited, considering much of the
movement occurring in Lebanon occurs amongst workers who have left their employers and
remain in Lebanon undocumented. Such research would depend on increased access to public
records detailing the movement of DMWs to and in Lebanon.
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